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This thesis set out to research current literature on the effects of student-led Individualized
Education Plans and the development of students’ self-advocacy skills. It contains information
regarding techniques or curriculum and lack thereof that educators can utilize to prepare students
for actively engaging in their IEP programming. Examined closely are the benefits and
barriers of preparing and engaging a student in the IEP process across from the perspective of a
secondary age student. This thesis offers detailed supports, which teachers can integrate into
lesson planning to foster learning. It covers documented feedback on behalf of IEP team
members such as the student, parents, teachers and administrators on the effectiveness of a
student led IEP meeting and the role it plays on self-determination.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
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IDEA Summary on Self-Advocacy
Individualized Education Plans commonly known as IEP’s are created in partnership with
students with a disability by a team of supportive professionals generally including a special
education teacher, general education teacher, related service providers, county social worker or
other outside professionals, administrative representation, parents/guardians and the
student. Many team members agree on the importance of student involvement in transition
planning and the IEP but many reports have resulted in the lack on meaningful
involvement. According to Wendy Cavendish, a survey of 1,638 IEP meeting participants in
2004 by Martin, Marshall and Sale found that students reported low levels of involvement in the
process. Researchers have uncovered a need for the development of collaborative, personcentered instruction to ensure that students are at the forefront of their transition planning
process (Cavendish & Connor, 2018). Historically, prior to the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) teachers, parents and other professionals have made decisions for students
with disabilities, resulting in a lack of self- advocacy skills.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act emphasizes that students and parents are
equal partners in the IEP development process. IDEA provisions in 1997 and 2004 included that
no later than the age of 16, a transition IEP be based on individualized student needs, strengths,
preferences and interests. A transition based IEP places the student at the center of the planning
of measurable post-secondary goals in the three areas of transition including education,
employment and independent living skills (Cavendish & Connor, 2018). In addition to IDEA,
The Office of Special Education Programs has been conducting research for two decades in

regards to developing training measures to offer promising approaches for teachers to use to
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teach transition services to students with disabilities (Johnson & Emanuel, 2000).
The United States focus on transition services for secondary aged students began in the
mid 1980’s from the director of the U.S Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services
requesting that special education should lead to opportunities for higher education, competitive
work or supported employment (Will, n.d.). A transition based Individualized Education Plan in
the three areas of transition described above, drives the educational programming for a student
and includes detailed information including present levels of academic/functional achievement,
measurable goals, related services, accommodations/modifications and assessment measures.
With respect to student decisions, IDEA provides content that the student with a
disability should be present at IEP meetings that consider discussing the above IEP criteria. With
expectations of student involvement growing, students have greater opportunities to voice their
opinions and make choices about their preferred transitional programming and should be
involved in all phases of the IEP process (Cavendish, Connor, & Rediker, 2017). Also
emphasized by these parties is the importance of the student being part of the discussion to
establish goals and determine related services to assist in reaching their identified goals.
Relevant Background Information
As a relatively new teacher I’m quickly learning the important role I have on teaching my
students to become self-advocators through individualized programming and the ‘real world’
based instruction I provide. Being an educator in a transition program, the focus for the 18-21year-old student population revolves around the development of skills in the three areas of
transition including Post-Secondary Education, Independent Living and Employment. A
foundational skill every student needs to be successful in all of these areas is the ability
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to advocate for their wants and needs. Granted, a student’s method of self-advocating for himself
or herself will differ greatly depending on disability, level of cognition, verbal abilities etc.

My initial interest in student-led IEP meetings developed within my first year as a teacher
with a caseload of DCD severe-profound population. While I have experience with higher
functioning students, I set out to challenge myself to promote the development of selfdetermination skills for these students with significant needs such as being nonverbal, deaf,
blind, using a wheelchair and using communication devices. Despite these barriers, I got creative
in developing my own curriculum to foster the process of actively engaging my students in their
IEP meeting for the first time.
The method I created used Google Slides, and was named the ‘All About Me’
presentation template that simplified the content generally discussed at an IEP meeting.
Examples of slideshow content included student interests, strengths, and supports to be
successful. This self-made curriculum walked the students through each of the identified aspects
of their IEP. Each slide was personalized with images chosen by the student to help with the
understanding of knowing what information to convey to the team. Being many of the students
had very low reading abilities, the visual aids paired with instruction on how to communicate
using their communication device or a voice generated switch served as an engaging tool for
success in facilitating their IEP meeting to the best of their ability.
The feedback I received from parents, administrators and related service providers
regarding the student led IEP meetings were top notch. Each student showed a sense of
ownership and pride for their presentation, aside from their meeting; they wanted to show it in all
of their classes. I knew I had struck gold with this technique and it reflected positively amongst
the students on my caseload. With this being said, I wondered what other research there was

regarding the benefits and barriers of active student involvement in learning their IEP. I
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wondered what other tools had been utilized to support students across ages and disability areas.
I wondered how a student-led IEP meeting would help them to learn to advocate for themselves.
Reason for Research Topic
The vision for this thesis is to evaluate research conducted on secondary age students with
a disability and help teachers become aware of what materials/resources are available to them to
prepare their students for their IEP meeting. Given teachers have tools in place to teach selfadvocacy skills, also discussed is the student benefits to being involved in their IEP planning
process. An additional focus of this research is to discuss certain barriers that have impeded
teachers and students from implementing IEP instruction. In education there is a lack of
curriculum provided to teachers which appropriately prepares students to successfully facilitate
their IEP meeting, therefore often times, student participation is left out completely. Through my
research I hope to learn of other methods found successful in preparing students for their IEP
meeting.
Special education teachers encourage our students how to advocate for themselves and
how to have a voice in life’s decisions. Starting this process in school by facilitating their IEP
can help them become aware of their strengths, needs, accommodations and goals helping to
build self confidence in their determination skills. In learning about their IEP, a student can
become empowered to speak to possible goals or accommodations for themselves rather than
leaving that decision making up to adults on the team. Building these skills while in school will
benefit each student post public education being, they will have to continue to advocate for
themselves in all settings including work, at home and while in the community.

Thesis Question
Given the importance of IEP planning to meet the unique needs of each student and the
emphasis under IDEA for student involvement in this planning, the research questions for this
thesis are focused on two key questions: What curriculum can teachers use to actively involve
students with a disability in development of their IEP and what barriers and benefits does
student-led IEP’s have on a student’s journey toward self-determination and self-advocacy?

9
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview of Research Process
The research for this study was conducted using a variety of online and paper resources. I
accessed the Bethel Library and utilized a book called Getting the Most Out of
IEPs, An Educators Guide to the Student-Directed approach, which is cited many times
throughout my research. Online resources include multiple scholarly articles retrieved from data
search engines such as Google Scholar, EBSCO Host, ERIC and Academic Search Premier.
Popular key words used throughout this read will include self-advocacy, self-determination,
student led IEP, curriculum and student engagement. Resources chosen to be a part of this study
were chosen based on the following criteria: it is considered a scholarly article; it is a peer
reviewed empirical study and the content and date are relevant to the thesis topic of student
involvement in the IEP. The accounts in this study are documented by professionals in the
special education field and are used to demonstrate their success and limitations in the area of
their research.
Benefits of Student Led IEP’s
I explore related literature on self-advocacy, persistence, the importance of a sense of
control of student own surroundings, encouraging independence, students taking an active role in
their own learning, and the benefits of increasing student involvement in IEP meetings.
Similarly, later in the research, I address the potential of bias against people with disabilities and
implications for the accountability movement, school leadership, and parents, as well as the
potential of IEP participation as a form of formative assessment and forward feedback that can
support students learning.

Any successful person in life utilizes self-advocacy skills to reach their goals.
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Persistence, consistency, making adjustments and moving on entail characteristics of steps,
which a self-advocate goes through to be successful. Charles Garfield of his 1986 book on Peak
Performers: The New Heroes of American Business interviewed approximately 1500
professionals in fields such as business, science, sports and arts and concluded that successful
people regardless of profession, age or education, excel in their field because they one, learn as
they go, “It is not fear of failure that drives them along, but a strong desire for
achievement” (Garfield, 1986, p. 138). Two, they see themselves as the agents who must take
action in one’s life and three, they adapt by making a change through lifelong learning. Do
people with disabilities have the ability to possess these same successful characteristics? They
do, self-determined individuals regardless of the presence of a disability, know what they want
and how to get it. People with learning disabilities who strive to reach their goals have a sense of
control of their surroundings, have a desire to succeed, are persistent, can adapt to a changing
environment and can build a social network of support based off data from a 1992 study by
Gerber, Ginsberg and Reiff (Gerber, Ginsberg, & Reiff, 1992).
A student directed IEP can be defined as a process that provides supports to students with
disabilities through a range of strategies and approaches to encourage independence by taking an
active role in organizing, running, implementing and evaluating his or her IEP (Thoma &
Wehman, 2010). As described by Wehman and Thoma of Getting the Most out of IEP’s,
implementing a student directed IEP process is beneficial to students in learning selfdetermination skills and to abide by current state laws and legislature defined by the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (PL 108-446) that students are entitled to
the following rights: the right to receive a free and appropriate public education (FAPE), the

right to be educated in the least restrictive environment (LRE), the right to have parental
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involvement in educational decisions, the right to fair assessment procedures, the right to due
process and the right to an IEP (Thoma & Wehman, 2010). Teachers and students who are
beginning the process of becoming involved in their IEP process should start by understanding
the students right and responsibilities as it pertains to federal law.
Self-determination is described as “acting as the primary causal agent in one’s life and
making choices and decisions regarding one’s quality of life free from undue external influence
or interference” (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1998, p.75). Reviews of the literature document the
positive effects on student success when teaching students with disabilities self-determination
skills. Research has documented from a teacher perspective that student led IEP meetings are
generally more geared toward the students' needs and the meeting is more discussion based so
the student learns to advocate to others about their disability and how it manifests during the
school day. Teachers of a 2002 study, who have implemented IEP instruction following studentled IEP meetings have found the students benefitted by having an increased understanding of
their disability and accommodations and a sense of ownership for their IEP driven education.
Students develop social skills in their ability to take control of their destiny by communicating
their desires while accepting supportive feedback from others (Mason Y, Kovac-Mcgahee,
Johnson, & Stillerman, 2002). The benefits of increasing student involvement in IEP meetings
from the perspectives of the teachers, parent and student are discussed in depth.

As an educator, it’s important to individualize instruction of each key element for each
student. This process includes assessing the student’s skill set in each area and prioritizing which
areas should be emphasized during instruction to allow for optimal learning and growth on
behalf of the student. For example, a student with a learning disability may have
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increased awareness of self-advocacy skills such as being able to speak up for themselves, voice
their opinions and advocating for themselves while and area of weakness could be selfevaluation, in that the student struggles with monitoring their behavior and assessing progress
they are making toward their goals.

Given the demands of IDEA and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, fostering student
ownership of their learning can be an effective and practical way to support students in the
development of academic and functional independent living skills. Beyond Involvement:
Promoting Student Ownership of Learning in Classrooms give descriptive information regarding
the No Child Left Behind Act and the role student ownership takes in the schools. In education,
when student ownership of their learning takes place, it fosters an environment of instruction
where students can in time master setting and attaining goals, improve school completion of
assignments and develop independence. A term vital to building a sense of independence is the
ability to be an advocate regarding your opinions and choices, in other words to be selfdetermined (Chan, Graham-Day, Ressa, Peters, & Konrad, 2014).
Individualized programming and instruction is differentiated to meet the needs of each
unique person with a disability. Built into transition programming for students ages 14-21 is the
development of self-determination skills. A self-determined student can make choices, act on
those choices, experience the results and then make new choices (Martin, Woods, Sylvester, &
Emmett Gardner, 2005). Students who are on the journey toward being determined work on
many skills including regulating their behavior, setting appropriate goals and monitoring their
performance, identifying solutions to problems and reinforcing themselves. As teachers,
maximizing such opportunities to educate students on the IEP process provide them skills
including awareness of their disability and the accommodations they need, and they understood
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the IEP process better (Steele, Konrad, & Test, 2005). Konrad and Test of a 2004 study used the
data specified above to teach seven students how to draft their own IEP’s following a specific
template. An IEP template is an example of a tool that educators can use to involve students in
the IEP process. When done effectively, for those students who were participants in the process,
Benz, Lindstrom and Yovanoff of a 2000 study reported higher graduation rates and higher
levels of goal attainment (Benz, Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 2000).
In depth research has been documented regarding the positive relationship between
opportunities for student involvement in educational planning and self-advocacy, schools must
acknowledge the many positive factors that result from secondary aged students having a voice
in decision making and goal development for their future. From a general educator perspective,
as a result of students facilitating their IEP meeting, the students developed a sense of
accountability for the goals they create and general ownership of their behavior, strengths,
weaknesses and achievements (Mason, Kovac-Mcgahee, Johnson, & Stillerman,
2002). According to Wendy Cavendish on Engaging Students and Parents in Transition Focused
Individualized Education Programs; research on student choice has shown that the rates of
students dropping out of school are more likely to occur in instructional settings that do not
facilitate student participation in their educational journey (Cavendish et al., 2017).
Special Educators, administrators and parents all value the importance of building selfadvocacy skills in their students with varying disabilities so much so that becoming independent
is the ultimate goal of education. Given the high regard that teachers hold their students to,
teachers voice their opinions on IEP involvement and how the experience can support students to
build skills in self-advocacy and leadership. Student directed IEP’s are becoming more
prominent as the referred to Individuals with Disabilities Education Act laws promote secondary

aged students to have a voice in their programming. Teachers are learning about IEP
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engagement, Wehman and Thoma document the experiences of Mr. Scott a teacher who is
learning about how to engage his student Kathy in her IEP. Mr. Scott noted that he first learned
about student directed IEP’s at a training in an article which described the lifelong skills that
students can utilize in their day to day life such as self-determination, advocacy and leadership.
Mr. Scott knew that he wanted to take the initiative to use this process to guide the students in his
classroom (Thoma & Wehman, 2010). In response to Mr. Scott’s initiation of implementing IEP
involved curriculum, his student Kathy vocalized, “I always wanted to participate more in my
meetings, I know what I want to do in life and I want to tell others my likes and
dislikes” (Thoma & Wehman, 2010, p.21).
Further student feedback regarding facilitating their IEP meeting, documents five
learning disabled students from a 2002 study by Mason, Mcgahee-Kovac, Johnson
and Stillerman in a culturally diverse mid Atlantic state urban high school. The five high school
students were provided prior instruction over a span of a year by their teachers; equipping them
with tools to facilitate their IEP meeting. After conducting their student led IEP meeting, student
interviews took place to gain insight about what skills they developed since their last IEP
meeting which was teacher led. Generally, the students embraced the importance of learning
about their IEP and expressing how they can plan for their future by meeting the content of their
IEP. They were more aware of their disability; students often described their learning disability
by explaining how it impacts their performance with reading and math tasks. The student led IEP
provided an experience for them to get to know themselves; one student voiced her strengths of
“I had been a good student. I pay attention and do my homework and learn important things that
I need to know” (Mason, Kovac-Mcgahee, Johnson, & Stillerman, 2002, p. 184). These abilities

fall under the umbrella of being a self-advocate, in which students expressed feeling more

16

comfortable with being confident and building leadership skills.
Increasing student’s participation in their IEP meeting not only creates opportunity for
them to be more aware of the contents of the IEP that drives their programming, but students
develop an awareness of skills they can generalize outside the classroom. Self-determined type
skills that can be learned through the process of leading their own IEP meeting can be transferred
into skills used in other settings such as at work or in the community. Learning to vocalize the
need for an accommodation is beneficial to a student at a job or in a classroom setting. Students
learn how to speak up for themselves in all settings in regards to preferences or interests and
learning to politely decline to authority type individuals such as a supervisor or boss. The ability
to generalize self-advocacy skills across settings is transferable to post high school living and is
critical to enhancing their quality of life and increased self-esteem in their adult
years (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).
Research over the past couple decades has suggested that student involvement in the IEP
increases student confidence and independence into adult years which extends to success for
competitive employment in the community for people with disabilities. Students who are
involved in their educational goal planning are shown to live a better quality of life as adults and
gain better employment (C. Mason, Field, & Sawilowsky, 2004). In further, Wehmeyer and
Schwartz of 1997 indicate that individuals with high scores on measures of self-determination
compared to individuals with low self-determination scores; were more likely to be employed
and obtain higher wages within one year after graduation. Research has shown that strong selfadvocates are more likely to gain employment and make higher wages, while gaining

competitive employment is achievable, maintaining employment is foreseen as a struggle for
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many adults with disabilities (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).
In weighing the benefits of increasing student involvement in IEP meetings, to gather
diverse data, feedback from all members of the team shapes the validity of the responses.
Gathering input from multiple parties allows for context, which multiple viewers can relate to
then implement themselves. Parent input and teacher input is typically weighed heavily as strong
advocates for the student. Parents can often offer insight to how their child learns, they can report
on if skills in independence are being transferred at home and they can speak highly of their
child's strengths and interests. Student led IEP meetings have appeared to foster a positive
student and parent relationship. Parents appeared to participate more in the student facilitated
meetings and they recognized the leadership role their child took on and expressed emotions of
feeling proud of their accomplishments (Mason, Kovac-Mcgahee, Johnson, & Stillerman, 2002).
At Kathy’s IEP meeting, her parent expressed, “I was amazed when I walked into the meeting
and saw how prepared everything was. You can tell that a lot of thought and practice had gone
into the meeting. Kathy really worked hard pulling everything together. The PowerPoint she
made was my favorite. I had never seen those things pulled together in that way. She did an
amazing job” (Thoma & Wehman, 2010, p. 87).
Finding from the lens of the students, teachers and parents have spoken to the benefits of
implementing student led Individualized Education Plans. While achievements made by each
student will differ, research as recommended tips to success in which teachers can utilize when
giving self-determined instruction. Its recommended to use language in goals and objectives that
the student can understand, get student buy in and approval and make time to not only prepare
for the meeting but to follow up with the student to monitor progress (Mason, McGahee-Kovac,

& Johnson, 2016). Student success in facilitating the IEP will weigh heavily on the efforts put
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forth by both the teacher and the student working as a team.
Identified Barriers to Student Success
Explored are different types of barriers which education professional’s encounter when
implementing a self-determined curriculum. What types of barriers inhibit teachers from
successfully instructing students with disabilities how to learn about their IEP and facilitate their
meeting, the potential causes are explained. Special Education professionals often refer to certain
barriers in which a student with a disability faces in the pursuit of accomplishing their goals. A
barrier as spoken by the English Oxford Living Dictionary is identified as a circumstance or
obstacle that keeps people or things apart or prevents communication or progress. Types of
barriers a student may encounter span a wide range of areas including communication, culture,
transportation, technology etc. As a teacher it’s their role to help students overcome barriers to
success. In speaking of student involvement of the IEP process, not only do students have
roadblocks, there is research expressing the barriers that parents, administration and teachers face
when educating their students about being an active participant in their transition programming.
Considering the struggles that teachers face with implementing advocacy type instructional
material, research taken from The National Transition Network at the University of Minnesota,
adults with disabilities have shown high dropout rates, unemployment, dependence, financial and
economic instability and social isolation (Johnson & Emanuel, 2000). Teachers face
circumstances or obstacles that hinder their ability to successfully teach students about the IEP
process, those pertinent circumstances are discussed in depth.
As an educator, there is a mutual understanding that there is an upmost need for
secondary aged students to learn self-advocacy skills. While the benefits to promoting instruction
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on making decisions, setting goals. Monitoring progress, and advocating for oneself exist, there
is even more data regarding the struggles many teachers face when utilizing effective tools,

resources and teaching strategies to teach about the IEP process. Throughout this research, many
conclusions by special education teachers and administrators result in the fact that the teachers
themselves are unaware of how to teach self-determined content, as there is a lack of curriculum,
which will provide students with meaningful opportunities to participate. Research has
recommended that teachers may need training to help them create effective IEP’s which
accurately reflect the students present levels of education (Johns H, Crowley, & Guetzloe, 2002).
In addition to school districts not focusing on self-advocacy material, Johnson and Sharpe of
2000 reported that the foremost barrier amongst students is the lack of interest in representing
themselves due to a lack of preparedness by teachers (Agran & Hughes, 2008). Another
common barrier reported by many special education teachers due to large caseload sizes and the
multitude of duties performed is the lack of time to devote to each individual student. Research
from the Rural Special Education Quarterly reiterated that when implementing IEP instruction,
teachers felt that they lacked both time and the availability of their schedules aligning with the
students (Williams-Diehm, Brandes, Chesnut, & Haring, 2017).
In a 2002 sample by Thoma, Nathanson, Maker and Tamura asked a multitude of Special
Educators about their involvement in their students IEP process. The majority of the teachers in
their sample did not believe that they knew enough to provide instruction on promoting selfadvocacy, therefore they did not provide such instruction (Thoma A, Nathanson, Baker R, &
Tamura, 2002). In a similar 2004 sample, data concludes that many students receive little to no
instruction in the area of self-advocacy, resulting in only 3% of sampled students playing an
active role in their IEP meeting. Consequently, in a 2000 national survey of over 12000 special

educator participants, 60% of teachers claimed they were familiar with the term self-
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determination and a third of these teachers admitted to their students having no selfdetermination related goals on their IEP‘s (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1998). Most often than not,
such data regarding IEP involvement is taken from the teacher, parent or administrator
standpoint, versus getting student input. Martin Agran and Carolyn Hughes ask student opinions
regarding their individualized education program involvement to further the understanding of
self-advocacy and IEP participation from the lens of the student.
“Less than half of the students talked about their interests and only a third expressed
opinions or discussed their goals” (Martin et al., 2006, p. 196). From an administrator's
perspective when given a survey on student participation in IEP meetings for secondary students,
85% of directors responded in stating that students are included in the decision-making at the
IEP meeting (Martin, Greene, & Borland, 2004). Gaining student perspective on IEP
involvement is imperative to the development of research revolving around the techniques
available to teachers to instruct self-advocacy skills. Student input also gives the student an
opportunity to reflect on their experience and provide recommendations for areas of growth, with
reflection and monitoring progress being skills a self-advocate would use, the student voice is
amongst the strongest of all team members in learning how from an educator standpoint to better
teach IEP involvement curriculum.
Curriculum planning should reflect effective and best practices with the student in mind;
the term ‘appropriate practices’ are used in a study in which Polloway, Patton, Epstein and Smith
research curricular components of the IEP of secondary aged students with mild-moderate
disabilities. Paul L Beare and Evelyn C Lynch investigate this research further in deciphering
whether IEP objectives included current and appropriate practices and to examine the
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relationship between the relevance of the IEP objectives and the classroom instruction. Research

from this study documented elementary and secondary aged students with mild behavioral or
cognitive disabilities who received programming in a self-contained or resource classroom in
eight school districts in Minnesota. The instrument used to conduct the study consisted of 10
current appropriate practices which are factors judged by student participation in their least
restrictive environment with the use of modified curriculum, materials and activities (Lynch &
Beare, 1990).
There are generally five characteristics that can be viewed as the umbrella from which the
detailed content of goals; objectives, services, accommodations and modifications fall
under. Lynch and Beare in year 1990 identify those five components as age-appropriateness,
functionality, generalization, specificity and parental involvement. When examining the content
of an IEP to check for relevance to specific student needs, researchers investigate in detail age
appropriateness, if the content and material are appropriate for the student’s age and cognitive
ability. Functionality refers to material regarding the relevance of instruction in the LRE, and
interactions with peers from general education. An in-depth view of student performance and
progress made on objectives across instructional settings is referred to as generalization.
Specificity alludes to the goal that is to be learned and the criteria beneficial to student
performance in learning the behavior. The last component of parental involvement refers to
home-related objects or an indication of family members facilitating progress toward
goals (Lynch & Beare, 1990).
Examination of students IEP goals in relation to the five components above reflected that
55 percent of IEP goals were academic in nature, while 31 percent indicated behavior
management techniques. Given the secondary age of the students with mild disabilities, Lynch

22

and Beare found a lack of goals orienting functional skills such as hygiene, community
participation and also a lack of employment objective. In reflecting on if the content of IEP
goals, many objectives were seen to be written due to the need of the student, however they were
vague in that they lacked the specificity that an outside professional such as a social worker
would need to understand the goal clearly (Lynch & Beare, 1990).
IEP

goals

and

objectives

are

built

based

on individual

student

need

and

classroom/ community instruction commonly should reflect opportunities for students to exercise
progress toward their goals. In the study referred to above, the academic nature of student’s IEP
goals didn’t coincide with the instruction being taught in the classroom, therefore there was
minimal relationship between the relevance of the IEP goals and the programming offered to the
student (Lynch & Beare, 1990). In referring to the component of generalization, the study lacked
the ability to generalize the student’s skills across settings. The study also lacked providing
versatile goals spanning across the three areas of transition including employment, postsecondary living and independent living. Lynch and Beare stated that many of the examined
IEP’s did not reflect life skills-based objectives such as social skills, recreation/leisure and prevocational skills. In discussing self-advocacy, functional skills such as building friendships,
applying for jobs, displaying appropriate behavior in the community are all vital aspects aside
from building academic performance.
Goals that drive an IEP are meant to focus on student interests and preferences that drive
their future aspirations. The current IEP should reflect what the student is currently doing and
what the student is working toward achieving. Appropriate transition services should allow
students to control their academic programming by being involved in creating realistic time
bound objectives. In creating goals, students should then be provided with meaningful
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opportunities to monitor their progress and make suggestions for potential change at future IEP
meetings. At the transition age of 14-21 years old, there is research investigating the need for
academic based goals vs. functional based goals and the emphasis on goals relating to selfadvocacy.
There is controversy amongst administrators, teachers and parents regarding the content
of IEP goals and objective in relation to transition programming. Some typical questions that are
asked spark discussion amongst the team include: do the objectives reflect a generalization of the
skills to be learned across academic, vocational, independent living and behavioral domains? Do
the objectives reflect the student’s unique learning needs or do the objectives vary based on
student placement? Should objectives weigh peer interaction, self-advocacy skills and parental
involvement? The IEP remains a document which involves multiple parties' input to help the
students advocate for themselves, with this being said many shared opinions are taken into
account when creating educational programming for students with disabilities (Idol, 2006).
Special Education Teachers are under immense pressure from the state and district level
for their students to achieve passing test scores on statewide comprehensive testing. While
accommodations may be given to a student based on their IEP, teachers must incorporate
strategies within daily instruction to enhance a student’s skillset to earn positive scores on
statewide assessments. Passing test scores overtime result in higher graduation rates, therefore
what techniques can teachers utilize in the classroom to prepare the disabled population for such
testing. A look at inclusive teaching in combination with instruction on self-determination and
IEP involvement sheds light on the dynamic between statewide testing and graduation rates for
students on an Individuated Education Plan.
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In a study by Lorna Idol, a district selected eight schools ranging from elementary
age through high school age to document the correlation between the amount of inclusion and
students with disabilities impact on statewide testing. Idol voiced that there was a concern
amongst educators and the general public regarding the intermixing of students with disabilities
in general education classes and the result that may have on statewide assessment results. Of the
four elementary schools included in the study, three of them made noticeable improvement in
average student test scores. With this being said, efforts had been made to include students both
inclusively and by mainstreaming and the presence of students with disabilities proved to not be
a determent to the statewide testing scores. However, the secondary schools report that 50% of
the time, test scores had no impact on the overall group results whether students with disabilities
were included in instruction or not, while 46% of the time, the overall group scores lowered as a
result of including those students with disabilities (Martin, Marshall, & Sale, 2004).
While inclusive instruction can be beneficial for some students, most students with a
disability benefit from more intensive individualized instruction to prepare for testing. Idol
reported that these students should be given the opportunity to practice and prepare in the
classroom with the hopes of over time they may be able to master the content. A similar mindset
can be used in regards to a student’s IEP. Individualized instruction pertaining to self-advocacy
skills and their goals and objectives ahead of time to prepare and master the content will in turn
result in increased student engagement and understanding when facilitating their IEP meeting.
Curriculum
Research has eluded to teachers being unaware of what content would be beneficial to
teach students such skills, therefore this instruction has at times been left out completely. Martin,
Marshall and Sale of a 2004 study examined student and teacher perceptions on the IEP and
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reported significantly low responses describing that didn’t know the reason for their meeting, had
little understanding of the content discussed, and the students talked significantly less than other
attendees of the meeting (Valenzuela & Martin, 2008). Given such data, a need for curriculum
exists. In preparing a student to lead their IEP meeting, the teacher and the student must feel like
they have instructional tools available to them so both parties are equipped with the knowledge
associated with learning the content of an IEP. Even though there is research indicating the lack
of IEP instructional resources available, through thorough investigation, uncovered are multiple
tools available to Special Education teachers to support curriculum in their classes to educate
students on self-advocacy and their IEP.
One asset to successful instruction is utilizing research-based curriculum in the classroom
to facilitate student engagement to their highest potential. Through researching
relevant curriculum on IEP involvement, factors such as observing the relationship between the
implementation of the resource and looking for indications of increased student participation will
lead to the conclusion of if that particular resource was beneficial to the learning process on
behalf of all team members. Another factor to consider when weighing curricular choices is, is
the student able to generalize their new advocacy skills across settings during and after their IEP
meeting? A component often associated with curriculum is opportunities for teachers to assess
student progress and make changes moving forward, this is also a skill in which students can
learn depending on the content of the curriculum. The instructional resources researched ahead
will investigate the above factors and shed light on the common conception of IEP related
instructional tools being limited.
The Self Directed IEP is curriculum available to teachers via the Choice Maker
instructional series which is geared toward middle and high school students with disabilities to
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teach self-advocacy skills designed to enhance their understanding and activity level in their IEP
meetings (Arndt, Konrad, & Test, 2006). The lessons contain eleven sequential steps to teach
students effective methods of learning to become a leader within their IEP process. The lessons
are built to be instructed in order and typically take six to ten 45 minutes sessions to teach. The
Self Directed IEP is designed with flexibility to be taught in a multitude of settings including
resource room, general education classes or study skills class, while modifications may be
necessary depending on student need (Valenzuela & Martin, 2008).
Instructional materials are built into the Self Directed IEP lessons to promote student
engagement and provide tools for the teacher to coach the student through the self-determined
process. Tools included comprise of a Self-Directed IEP in Action video, a Self-Directed IEP
video, a teacher's manual and a student workbook. The materials provided in this curriculum
appeals to a variety of student learning styles such as visual, auditory, kinesthetic and
reading/writing by incorporating videos, worksheets and hands on activities. The Self-Directed

video segments are used to introduce the content to students, teachers, administrators and parents
by showcasing students utilizing this curriculum in their classrooms and reflecting on their
experiences. The teacher's manual includes detailed lessons plans with answer keys which are all
presented in a model, lead, test approach including activities such as vocabulary building
exercises, role playing, discussion and reading and writing. Considering the lesson content
involves some hands-on students' tasks, a student workbook is also provided to provide students
with the opportunity to document each step of their Self Directed IEP process to prepare for their
own meeting (Valenzuela & Martin, 2008).
Given the instructional materials and nature of the curriculum, there have been multiple
studies to measure the effectiveness of using this format and whether students found it beneficial

to increasing their independence during the IEP process. Sweeney of a 1997 study of Florida

27

high school students with learning disabilities found that students who received the Self Directed
IEP instruction experienced gains such as increased attendance at their meeting, they felt
comfortable to discuss their aspirations and interests, they disclosed dreams relating to job
opportunities after high school and they felt confident about realistically reaching their goals.
Compared to students in a control group who did not receive the instruction, these students
demonstrated that when given effective instruction in the Self Directed IEP curriculum, they
were able to attain self-determined outcomes. When providing instruction, special education
teachers often need to take into consideration the disability area of students and their level of
need to determine if differentiation of material would be beneficial to student success. Sweeney
of 1997 studied students in the disability area of learning disabled, while Snyder and Shapiro of
1997 and 2002 examined students with emotional and behavioral disabilities and found they
gained skills needed to direct their own IEP meeting through this curriculum (Martin E &
Marshall Huber, 1995).
As specified, the Self Directed IEP is an instructional component of ChoiceMaker, which
is a comprehensive Self Determination Transition Program. This assessment component is useful
alongside the Self Directed IEP Lesson Plan designed specifically for teachers to use to gauge
student achievement over time. The transition assessment is a tool designed for teachers to rate
student skills as it pertains to goal setting, expressing goals and taking action (Arndt A, Konrad,
& Test W, 2006). The assessment is individualized to each student based on the specific goals
selected within the transition areas which they have created step by step action plans to attain
their goal.
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From an educator standpoint, the Self Directed IEP has proved to be beneficial to student
growth in learning their IEP by documenting that in implementing the curriculum and media
packages, that students were able to increase their skills in advocating for themselves through
participation in their IEP planning process. When gathering feedback of the effects of the Self
Directed IEP, it is also vital to receive student input regarding how they received the teaching
tool. In a 2005 study, Horner evaluated five high school students with mild-moderate disabilities
to determine their perceptions of utilizing the Self Directed IEP in the classroom to further selfdetermination skills. The students included in the study comprised of a 16 year old female with
an educable mental disability, an 18 year old male with autism, a 14 year old female with
emotional behavioral deficits, an 18 year old male with an identified nonverbal learning
disability and an 18 year old male with mild cerebral palsy otherwise labeled as other health
disabled (Thoma & Wehman, 2010).
The five students who participated in the study had varying abilities in academic,
functional, employment and post-secondary areas of their IEP and had attended their IEP
meeting in the past but with limited participation, limited knowledge of goals and limited eye

contact. Prior to the study, one student vocalized, “I didn’t know what an IEP really was. I didn’t
want to look stupid. I just sat there” (Arndt A, Konrad, & Test W, 2006, p. 200). Student
perceptions were measured again as a result of using the Self Directed IEP and students voiced,
“I didn’t know I could do this, now I sorta know how” (Arndt, Konrad, & Test, 2006, p. 200). A
third student said, “I’ve been to my IEP meeting but didn’t really understand all the stuff. I know
more no” (Arndt, Konrad, & Test, 2006, p. 200). The collection of teacher and student feedback
reinforce the notion that the Self Directed IEP when administered appropriately, students are able
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to acquire necessary self-determination skills to advocate for their future goals during their IEP
meeting.
The Self Directed IEP curriculum is meant to be taught in sequential order, which is
provided to the teacher to enhance student and teacher understanding and success. While this
type of systematic instruction may prove too beneficial in the development of self-advocacy
skills, some students and teachers prefer some flexibility in delivering the content. The Self
Directed IEP is foreseen as curriculum tool provided to teachers while the next research based
instructional tool is foreseen as more of a model of instruction, which does not require teachers
to change their current curriculum or try to fit in lessons that address certain skills. In special
education The Self Determined Learning Model provides and array of instructional and
supportive activities to promote a student directed approach to learning about their goals and
objectives.

A teaching model differs from curriculum in that teaching models are designed based on
student learning characteristics to build a foundation for teachers to build from. The Self
Determined Learning Model of Instruction as described by Mithaug, Wehmeyer, Agran, Martin
& Palmer, 1998 is designed to teach students to take control of their learning by providing
educators a format which includes self-determination elements to drive active instruction which
builds skills and provides opportunities for students to direct their education. The Self
Determined Learning Model of Instruction is provided in a classroom setting but contains
activities through real life experiences that include problem solving techniques to encourage
abstract thinking to achieve their individualized outcomes. As Wehman and Thoma describe the
learning model as basically a problem-solving approach that can be used across settings to solve
a variety of academic, employment, transition and social problems. The problem-solving features
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of the model allow teachers the flexibility to tailor the model to each students' unique individual
needs by focusing on certain areas and prioritizing the three phases of the
model (Thoma & Wehman, 2010).
The projected outcome of the Self-Directed Learning Model of Instruction is to aide
students in their ability to set and assess self-selected goals for themselves. To support students

in the learning process, three phases are recommended to follow to achieve a positive end result.
The three phases pertaining to goal setting include: Step one: set a goal, Step two: take action
and Step three: adjust the goal or plan. During each phase of the process, students are asked to
complete a series of problem-solving sequences which lead their though processes from where
they currently are and where they want to go while taking into consideration their knowledge,
needs, interests and actions. Problem solving is an abstract process for many people, considering
an individual with a disability, each problem solving sequence is the same in each phase utilizing
the following steps first, identify the problem, then identify potential solutions to the
problem, then label barriers to solving the problem and list any consequences of each
solution (Thoma & Wehman, 2010).
Phase one of setting a goal revolves dialogue between the student and teacher to decide
on a goal and current knowledge of the goals and identified barriers. During phase 1, the student
and teacher work together to create realistic attainable goals, which often have five essential
characteristics. A well written goal according to Wehman and Thoma addresses the following:
who will achieve the goal, what skills is desired, how will the goal be achieved, in what setting
will it be achieved and by what date should the goal be met by? Relationship building between
the student and teacher benefits the student learning process for the teacher can help the student
process more abstract details regarding the five essential characteristics of their
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goals (Thoma & Wehman, 2010). As described, the phases of the learning model are flexible in
that the instruction can be done in a whole group setting, small group or on a one to one basis.
Regardless of the teacher to student, ratio, it is likely that the students will need help with

navigating the process of reviewing their IEP goals and designating goals with clear, measurable
outcomes as part of the model of instruction.
Phase two of taking action requires the student to use to designated IEP goal or goal(s)
and create and action plan with specific steps to reach that goals by the identified date specified
on their IEP. The action plan step allows for students to think realistically about their strengths,
their support system, identifying potential obstacles, and any needed modifications to reach their
goal. From a teacher standpoint, it's important to emphasize not only the student's strengths but
to encourage them to identify reasons as to what has made achieving this goal difficult for them.
Identifying barriers first allows the student to reflect on their past and make adjustments moving
forward. The action plan phase is crucial in labeling clear steps and a clear deadline toward
reaching their goal, which will require students to make continuous progress toward their goal
overtime (Thoma & Wehman, 2010). Phase one and two can be done in whole group
instructional settings however, each student should be looking at their own goals and objectives
identified on their IEPs so flexibility with instruction will be beneficial to allow individual
student work time.
The final stage three of the Self Determined Model of Instruction is adjusting the goal or
action plan as needed. The emphasis of this phase is around the student's ability to evaluate their
progress toward their goals over time. Instruction and accountability on the teacher's behalf,
encourages the students to follow their action plan as planned and if deviated from, helping them
to problem solve what worked, what didn’t work and what changes need to be made to get back
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on track? Ideally, through the evaluation process, in combination with identifying any downfalls,
the teacher should encourage students to acknowledging new skills or new knowledge they have
acquired in the process of reaching their goals. For a goal met, the students can start the process
over with a new goals, and for goals not met, the student can work with the teacher to tweak the
action plan to assure a successful outcome for the next IEP year (Thoma & Wehman, 2010). The
optimal goal of phase three is for students to reflect on their performance, identify obstacles,
make changes and move forward in growth of their problem solving skills.
The assortment of research-based curriculum provided in this paper provides teachers
with a knowledge base of a few resources available to them to get started. For Special Education
Teachers who are considering implementing student led IEP’s for the first time may wonder
where to start. While these evidence-based tools are in depth, Johnson, McGahee-Kovac and
Mason recommend a few basic steps for teachers to consider. One, get a copy of a self-advocacy
curriculum suited to your population of students. Two, consider piloting the idea with a few
students to strive for initial success. Three, network other teachers in the district who are
currently implementing student led IEP’s. Four, get permission from parents and administrators.
Five, follow the district protocol on confidentiality when guiding students to learn about their
IEP.
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CHAPTER III: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Summary of Literature
Per the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments (IDEA) of 1997 (PL
105-17) mandated student involvement in the IEP process. However, student involvement in the
planning and preparation of their IEP meeting is less common but this process serves multiple
benefits in the development of student self-advocacy skills. Research documented through the
perspectives of teachers, parents, students and administrators have spoken to the importance of
creating student involvement in their IEP. Data collected came to the conclusions that
incorporating instruction about their students IEP’s leads to students having higher levels of
confidence, increased academic scores, increased self-advocacy, higher employment rates,
knowledge of disability, goal setting and evaluation skills, leadership skills, increased
independence and a sense of ownership for directing their learning.
Special Education Teachers acknowledge the importance of student’s becoming selfdetermined individuals who are able to advocate for themselves, but have had minimal exposure
to curriculum used to support students toward independence, therefore IEP process instruction
can be left out of programming all together. Teachers have had an understanding of what selfdetermination is but have failed to incorporate self-advocacy tailored goals and objectives into
the IEP’s. Teachers have struggled with incorporating instruction in the classroom that relates
directly to students' goals and objectives. Spoke of were the many barriers that teachers and
students face when implementing active involvement in their IEP, another aspect considers the
students least restrictive environment and if in those settings, special education students are

developing not only academic scores to perform well on state tests but also functional
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independent living skills which translate to facilitating their IEP meeting.
Research has elaborated on many tools available to teachers to utilize in the classroom to
educate students on their IEP’s and how to help them become proactive thinkers. The diverse
material studied offers teachers a choice of program that would pertain to their students best. The
Self Directed IEP and the Self-Directed Learning Model of Instruction are both curriculum
teachers can utilize in the classroom to teach self-advocacy. The beauty of both methods is that
they can be modified by the teacher given the specific capabilities of the student. They take on
different approaches where the Self Directed IEP lessons are meant to be followed in a
sequential manner to optimal success, while the Self-Directed Learning Model of Instruction is
built so teachers can take bits and pieces, which are most beneficial to each student. A concern
amongst teachers was that there is a lack of curriculum to teach such skills in the classroom, this
research has identified multiple.
Professional Applications
As I elaborated on earlier, I have developed a particular passion for supporting students
with severe to profound delays in learning to advocate for themselves. I have developed a
philosophy which encourages students to problem solve rather than relying on staff to generate
responses for them. These advocacy skills stem into the instruction I have been using in my selfadvocacy classes, which involves visual aids and differentiated methods to teach students to
learn about themselves and their disability. The instructional tool is called I’m Determined,
which builds on the student's ability to identify person strengths and interests into goal setting
and personalized behavior intervention plans. Teaching students to be self-determined is a
priority in my classroom which led me to the passion of exploring student led IEP’s.

Student directed IEP’s have become the basis for which I use to support students in
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learning about their disability and how it affects them in school and at work. Through the
research I have done, it backs up the personal experiences I have had with my students in that my
students have portrayed increased confidence, and ownership for their IEP Google Slides
Presentation. Given that my students are of the DCD SP population, employment opportunities
are more limited but since exposure to facilitating their IEP via the Google slide format, they
have had internship opportunities, which has developed independence skills where the need of a
job coach is no longer. The benefits that I have seen throughout my classroom piggybacks on the
research considering I have observed their self-advocacy skills generalized across setting such as
in the classroom, in the community and at work.
Limitations of Research
A limitation of this research to consider is that much of the research studied was done on
secondary age students with mild to moderate learning disabilities or emotional behavioral
disabilities. With this in mind, each student’s success with learning about their IEP and actively
participating in their meeting will vary based on their ability level and willingness. Considering
the many barriers to learning students with disabilities face, teachers often modify material to
elevate their engagement and understanding. Another limitation to consider is the amount of
effort and creativity the teacher puts forth toward supporting their students learn about their IEP
meeting. Teachers who differentiate curriculum to meet the needs of each individual student will
likely show greater benefit on behalf of the student.
Implications for Future Research
As mentioned, many of the studies conducted were on student’s ages 16 and older. It is
evident through research that implementing IEP tailored curriculum at the secondary level reaps

benefits to student independence and self-advocacy. Future Research may consider
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implementing IEP instruction into elementary and middle school settings to see student growth
in their ability to advocate as they age in education. It's also, beneficial to seek out a curriculum,
which would be tailored to younger students. Also described was the demographic of learning
disabled mild to moderate students who with higher functioning capabilities benefit from the
curriculum provided. While, mild-moderate students have success, future research may consider
documenting IEP instruction on students with more severe to profound disabilities who
experience additional struggles such as being nonverbal, physically impaired, and in the low
cognitive functioning range.
Conclusion
Through research and personal experience, creating student involvement in their IEP
through classroom instruction benefits student growth in their self-advocacy skills. When
students facilitate their IEP meeting they learn about their disability and learn to advocate for
themselves in turn building their self-confidence. In special education there will always be
barriers to instruction considering the many unique student needs, with this being said
differentiating any self-determined curriculum will benefit student growth toward successfully
leading their IEP meeting. The curriculum researched proved to be versatile to meet many
disability areas and conducive to use in multiple settings. As an educator I will continue to
implement student led IEP’s in my classroom and consider utilizing the resources included in
this paper.
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